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One of many lessons to be learned from the OSL experience is that a project
drawn out too long loses the inspiration and determination of its inventors. Long
planning periods and frequent postponements erode morale. Ultimate success
becomes less and less likely as the scientists are disenfranchised by cautious
professional managers. An adversarial relationship can develop between re-
searchers and the government. Flexibility fades, factions develop, heroes depart,
consensus dissolves, and everyone looks for a younger, less-scarred project.

EFFECT ON THE SOLAR PHYSICISTS

How did the scientists feel about the project as it grew through the 1980s?
The surprising result of an informal survey (see Chapter 5, footnote 1) is that
many of them had decided as early as 1978, when NASA turned down the
AURA proposal, that they would get nothing out of it. Most of the others quietly
and privately wrote the OSL off after the repeated setbacks of the early 1980s.

Despite their private and sometimes public pessimism, solar physicists had
tried a number of times to regain control of the project and its costs. The NRL/
MSFC proposal was one example. Another was a plan by Art Walker of Stan-
ford to set up a committee of scientists not affiliated with the SOT to try an
entirely new approach. NASA opposed these initiatives. Out of necessity, most
of the major players had developed alternate research objectives, and many were
not even planning to use the OSL data. By 1988 most OSL scientists saw the
project as a good thing if it could happen, but they were putting their own
energies into smaller science projects.

EPILOGUE

In January 1992 NASA officials suggested there might be a "distributed"
OSL. Couldn't much of the same science be done gradually with a combination
of ground-based telescopes, theory, rocket experiments, and a balloon-borne tele-
scope? The price of the latter would be $20 million, part of a proposed $38
million "Research Base Enhancement" to help U.S. solar research in space re-
cover from the past years of frustration. Within a year, this proposal too was
abandoned.